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Rtceived February r, 1770, 

XVII. A Letter to Dr. Benjamin Franklin, 
F. R. S. giving an Account of the Ap¬ 
pearance of Lightning on a ConduBor fixed 
from the Summit of the Mainmafi of a Ship , 
down to the Water ; By Capt. J. L. Winn, 

S I R» 

Read March 29,T T is a common, and, I am afraid, juft 
1770 ' X complaint, that feamen are exceed¬ 
ingly backward in availing themfelves of the dis¬ 
coveries which men of fcience have made, and the 
directions which they have given for their benefit 
and fafety. Notwithftanding the pains feveral emi¬ 
nent philofophers have taken, to bring conductors 
into general ufe, as well in fhips as houfes; it is too 
true that very few veflels are furnilhed with them, 
though fcarce a year paffes, that does not afford us 
inftances (fome of them terrible ones), of fhips being 
ftruck by lightening: for my part, I am never with¬ 
out a conductor in my floip. I have had them of 
various conftruCtions: that which I now ufe, is a 
chain of* copper wire, as defcribed in the annexed 
plate. That fuch a chain, fo difpofed, may conduct the 
lightening, and prevent a ftroke that might deftroy a 
Chip, has often - been demonftrated; but a circum- 
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ftance that occurred in my laft voyage, may perhaps 
have greater weight with Tome Teamen, than all the 
reaibnings oft he electricians. If it ftiould be a means 
of periuading them to make ufe of conductors, my 
intention will be anfwered. 

In April laft, as we approached the coaft of 
America, we met with ftrong South-wefterly gales: 
they had continued feveral days, when exceeding dark 
heavy clouds arofe in the oppofite quarter, forced 
againft the wind that blew with us, till they had 
covered all the North-eaftern half of the hemifphere: 
the ftruggle then between the two winds was very 
extraordinary; fometimes one prevailing, fometimes 
the other. I was apprehenfive we fliould have much 
lightning, and got my conductor in order; when, in 
hauling up the mainfail, the fheet block ftruck vio¬ 
lently againft the back-ftays, to which the chain was 
faftened (EE in fig. r. Tab. VII.), and, as I found 
afterwards, broke the latter, which occafioned the 
phenomenon I am going to defcribe. It was near 
midnight and very dark, when I firft obferve a pale 
bluifh light a few feet above the quarter rail: at firft 
I thought it proceeded from the light in the binnacle; 
but,finding that it frequently difappeared and return¬ 
ed again precifely in the fame place, and that it fome¬ 
times emitted fparks notunlike thofeof a fmall fquib, 
I began to fufpeCt that it proceeded from the, con¬ 
ductor. To be certain, 1 ordered all the lights to be put 
out below, and, that no rays of light might iflue from 
the binnacle, I covered it entirely with my cloak. I 
was prefently confirmed in my conjecture, that the 
light and fparks which I had oblerved proceeded 
from the chain; for, placing myfelf near it, during 
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the fpace of two hours and a half, I faw it frequent¬ 
ly emit continued ftreams of rays or fparks (lee 
fig. 4<); fometimes Angle drops as it were flowly 
fucceeding to each other, and fometimes only a pale 
feeble light. On examining next morning, I found 
the chain broken at B, half the eye of each link 
being quite gone, and the points ot the remaining 
halves about three fourths of an inch afunder: luckily, 
the chain was fattened to a i'mallef rope (fig. 2 ) 
above and below the eye of each link, which pre¬ 
vented that part of the chain below B, from falling 
into the water, or of being feparated from the part 
above B, beyond the ftrikingor attracting diftance. 

I am with the grcateft refpeCt, 

S 1 R, 

Your obliged humble jfervant, 

J. L. Winn. 
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References to Plate VII. 

AAA The conductor, a chain of copper wire, of tb6 
thieknefs of the barrel of a fmall quill, the 
upper molt and loweft links of which ter¬ 
minate in fine points. 

B Fig. i. The broken links.; in paffing between 
which, the lightning became vifible. 

C An eye in the uppermoft link, to which the 
pendant halliards are faftened. 

D Fig. 3.- The pendant halliards, which pafs over a 
Iheave in the truck, on the top-gallant- 
maft-head, and are faftened to the eye at 
C, and hoift up the chain, till the. point of 
the uppermoft link is a foot or two .above 
the truck. 

EE The maintop-maft. backpay, to which the 
chain is ftopped, to prevent its fwinging 
about, 

B Fig. 4. Appearance of the lightning pafling be¬ 
tween the broken limbs. 
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